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ABSTRACT 

Any discussion of the dinensions of contemporary 
political campaigning would not be complete without some 
consideration of heckling; for heckling, or the questioning of a 
speaker while he is in the act of speaking, has become a salient 
element on the political scene. In a\ttempting to diminish the 
heckler's impact, the speaker usually appeals to one of two segments 
of the audience. He may direct his response to his supporters as the 
intended auditors, or he may respond in an attempt to effect change 
in the actions of the hecklers themselves. Counter techniques 
principally designed for his supporters* confirmation include such 
measures as ridiculing the antagonists^, turning the tables on them, 
and using the hecklers as an example. Counter techniques mainly aimed 
at altering the hecklers* perceptions include preaching or scolding, 
teaching, disarming, defying, and counter threatening. The fitting 
response selected by the speaker must take into account the 
rhetorical situation. (WR) 
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Aiy a,scussioa of the dimensions of contemporaiy political campaign- 
ing TOiild not bo oowpleto without some oansidoration of heckling ; for 
heckLine, or the quesUoning jibing of a speaker while ho is in the 
act of spealdno:, has become a salient element on the poliUoaX hustings. 

Understood as a rhetorical phenomenon, the hocklins encounter can be 
o:q>licatod by utilizing ^ lofos so r Lloyd Bitzer's oonceptuaU.zation of the 
riietorlcaJ, situation. Bitaer twites, "Rhetozlc^. sAtttation may be defined 
as a ODaiplex of persons, events, objects, and relations presenting an actual 
or potential exigence >jhich can be completely or partially removed if dis- 
ODurse, introduced into the situation, can so constrain human decision or 
action as to bring about the significant modification of the exigence." ^ 
I vould suggest that the heckling techniques such as the boo, the oatcall, 
the shout, the chant, the waved placard, the thrown object, the walkout, etc. 
become the e^dgenco, or create the urgency to respond.^ The speaker's 
rhetorical requirement becomes his ability to cope vdth the harassment by 
PR)Vid3iig a "fitting resjjonse."'* The depiction of those possible responses 
will provide the focus for this study.' 

In attempting to diminish the heckler's impact, the speaker usually 
appeals to one of tw segments of the immediato audience. He may direct his 
reaponse vd.th his supporters (or the nonhecklers) as the intended auditors, or 
he may i^spond in the attempt to effect change in the aotlonr of the hecldera 
themcelves,' Cbunter- techniques prlncipaUy designed for his supporters i 
ojnarmatlon include euch measures as ridiculing the antagonists, turning the 
tattles on iV^jni, and using the hecklers as an example. Countor^-tooh^dques mainly 



cXmd at altordng the hecklers' perceptions include preaching or scolding, 
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teaohinst disazudng* defylngt and oountex^threatenlng**^ It shotUd be 
not^od that aXl of tho catogories and directions of appeal saggestod 
here aro neither o.->diaustive nor firm* Ify purpose is to intxodace a 
means of Tfiovdng the heckling ehcounter« and the presentation vdll function 
as that starving point* 

RLdLculoi or the unflattering depiction of the hecklerg represents 
one oounter-tedinique in vihich the speaker can affira the support of the 
nonheclders* Professor Ibbert Heath's discussion of scapegoating in 
relation to dialectical confrontation serves to underline the significance 
of zldicule;' According to Hoatht "^e use of a scapegoat exemplifies the 
tactics of division and identification* Individutls separate themselves 
from their enemies*^ Ihen, they heap all of the social inequities upon 
these enemies, and finally they symbolically kill them*"^ When George 
Wallace encountered a long-haired heckler vfho was attempting to interrupt 
his discoursot he replied, ^ *You need a haircut* Z thought you had a 
barbers' strike here for a moment*'"^ Heckled by anti-war advocates, Hubert 
Humphrey said, "'Take a look at them • • • They're filled with hate and 
bitterness* Basically, they re oowardso'" Thus, the oounter^technique 
of ridicule, as a means of reinforcing support, serves to differentiate 
the antaeonists from the others in tho audience by pointing out real or 
imagined divergent charaotod. sties*' 

A second oounter-technique principally designed to rally the speaker's 
adherents is turning the tables*' Prsfessors Carroll /jmold, Douglas 
Shnir-ser and John Gerber sufjgest that turning the tables involves the 
acceptance of an opponent's promise, but the dravdng of a different conclusion*^ 
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After a number of the audlonce had staged a walkout, Hubert Huniphrey 
responded: ^'We were just testing the exits on both ends of the gyiHi 
and they wrk. '"^^ A mass waXtout at a Georee WaJlaoe appearance 
prompted this Wallace comments ."There £50 the free speech boys • • 
Thus, for the implementation of this counter- technique, the heckler's 
action is acknowledged, but the speaker uses it to his own advantage* 

A third counter- technique to be employed vAth the speaker's followers 
in mind is the use of t}io heckler as an example* Ttio hecklers beoome, 
in Kenneth Burke's terms, a "material reference," for an issue that awaits 
development. Facing sustained heckling, George Wallace contended: *"you 
folks are getting a good lesson in -vfeat I've been talking about. We're 
not talking about race, vre're talking about e^iarchy. •"^'^ According to 
ne^Tsman R.W. Apple, Jr., Hubert Humphrey's "final ^rord to the pro-Humphrey 
majority in the crowd was an appeal to vote against 'the bitterness and 
nihilism and ardmosity' rapresented by the demonstrators."^^ In short, 
the hecklers serve as visual" aids for the speaJr,^.r, enhancing the possibility 
that the supporters xdll get' the message. 

One method the speaker has available to hita in the attempt to per».Tiada 
the hecklers themselves is through pr^acliing or scolding them. This oountar- 
tochnique usually takes the form of a denunciation of the behavior of the 
protesters. At one point, Sdmund Muskie admonished a heckler by saying; 
"•Xott Can only learn by listening. '"^^ Hubert Humphrey on at least one 
occasion countered his hecklers with this statement: ". . .it (the achiovement 
of peace) will not be done ty demonstrations; it vdJLl not be dine by placards. 
X vould remind the audience what the Scriptures say: HLessgd are the peace- 
m Jeers, not the talkers, not the w.ilkers, not the paraders."^^ Confronting 
the heclders, though, is the dilemma that if they talce the speaker's advice 
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and beoomo mopd drlX, then they face the possibility «»f .h&ving their 

message co-ipted. As Professors Robert L» Soott and tbnaLd K.' SW.th 

suggest, "A ihetortcaL theory suitable to our age must take into aooount 

the charge that dvility and dooarom ser?e as masks for the preservation 

of injustice, that they condemn the dispossess^»d to non-being, and that 

as transmitted in a technologicaL society they become the instrumentalities 

of powr for those vho •hare.***^'' 

The teaching counter-technique represents a second altematlve for 

the speaker in attempting to assuage the hecKLer,' In this case, competence 

is detailed by the speaker as it r-elatos to his opponent's concern, When 

the hecklers waved placards declaring "'Wallace for Fuehrer,'* he said, 

" »I was fighting Nazis before you people were bom. I'm a disabled American 
1 3 

war veteran.'" Vlhen some hecklers had walked out on him, Hubert Humphrey 
noted: « 'This is amazing,' The last Urae anybody walked out on me was in 
19W when I pleaded for civil rights at the DenocratLo CnvenUon,"'''^ 
Thus, the antaeonisni seem« to be unnecessary or even counter-productive. 

Another counter-technique created princip«aiy for "the. hi»ckleiJ'.!s'. bandit* 
is the disarming attempt,' There are several Varieties,' Ihe rhetorical 
question Is one approach,' After hecklers had booed his reference to 
intellectual morons, George Wallace countered with: "'I don't know^ W'^you're 
booing me or the intellectual morons, '"^^ Agreement or co-operation with 
the antafpnists is another possitdlity,' In order to KLunt the attack of a 
gioup of hecklers, Sckund Muskie Invited one of their number to oome to the 
podi«a and speaic Utilising another approach, the plea for sywpattiy or a 
personal appeal, Goorge Wallace saids « 'When you interrupt me it's hard to 
keep my train of thouffht , . . Man, this is tough. '"^^ Finally, by taking the 
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hoda«i»»8 taunt at fac« Toltte, the spoaJc*/^ vdll be oraployinc a fom ot 
the disaming oounteiv technique.' Upon hearing a shout of I^Meg hell," 
WaLlaco returned the folloidng: «. . . gLad to see you Nazis hero tonight, •m23 
In short, the disanning oounteistechnique oatcshos the heckior off guard.i 
If he persists xAtb, the technique which is countered with a disarming 
technique, then it will only decrease his effectiveness.' 

A fourth counter-technique directed at tlie heciaer is that of defiance. 
6f this there are tvo forms: the overt and the covert. Overt defiance is 
Employed frequently after the throwing of objects or following nmch vocaL 
antaflonisBU* Bio speaker attempts to demonstrate that he has not becei 
persuaded tor such activity. Hubert Humphrey exenpliaed this counter- technique 
.**en ho declared: "1 want it s«ld then of Hubert Humphrey that in an important 
and 'tough moment of his life he stood by what he belieTed,and ho was not 
shouted d^wn." Ihe wvort app»ach, on the other hond.wDuLd consist of 
ignoring the heckler. Ihis counter- technique is piob^Oily less cidtaKLo for 
the instances in which the overt foiro is utillzod; for, after all, it becomes 
diffictat to ignore a woU thwwn missHo, but it can serve a nest daWagLng 
function.' Dr. Kim Giffin attests to the effectiveness of this approach when 
he Trrri-tes: "IRio initiation of any oomunicative event carri.es with it an 
implied request: 'Please Validate ne.'"25 i^.^g, by ignoring the heckler, 
tho crucial recognition is negated.' 

Finally, the speaker has at his disposal the counter- thro at, or the 
attempt to reply in kind to tho heckler.' Newsman Paul Valentino's dosciiption 
of how one p?Utlcian diose to use this oounter-teclinique' is periiaps the 
most vivid example: "His supporters cheered V/allaco when he ropoatod his 
standard vow tJiat if 'aJiarchists' He down in fitjnt of Ids car, 'it wiU bo 
the last time tliGyll want to do it.' 
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"Ihon he added* ^Laxins at ths hoclcLarS| and if you don't belleye 
you just tiy me when 1 oome back here as President of this oountry.**'^ . 
Thus» the oounto]vthreat« complete vlth its menacins nature» may be the 
loast<tosthetic of the aVsilabOLe Gounte7>techaiquos« but it has the advantage 
of maldng doar the intentions of the speiakor»»' 

In oondusionf with this presentation I have attempted to view the 
heckling encounter ri>,etoricaLl/. I have suggested that the heckled speaker 
not only has tho option of selecting a countor^tochiiique in rdnimiEiijxg the 
effectiveness of the harassment, but also he should be avrare of the soynant 
of tlie imniodinte audionoe for -Hhich his response ^dll have maximum utilityV 
In shortf the fitting response must take into account the zhetoxloal situatior;( 
I trust that I have gonerated some insight into this dimension of contesiporary 
political Cfionpaigning, and I anticipate that we will pursue this subject at 
greater length because of its significance as a" xhetoricaL phenomenon*' 
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Notes 

^Uoyd Bitaer, "lha ahatoricaX Situation/ Philosophy ond Rhatoi^c. 
1 (JanuaJy 1968), rpt,' in Oontempo r,r^ry 'Bieori.os of Rhotoilc; Salootod 
Readin.^s^ ed. Richard L. Johannesen (New York: Harper and ibw, 1971), p» 386. 

According to Bltzer, "Aiy oxlgenco is an imperf action marked by urgoncyj 
it is a dofoct, an obstado, something waitLng to be cbno • • • An exigence 
is riietorical ^Aien it is capable of positive modification and when positive 
modification requires discourse or can be assisted discourse.** 
See Bitaer, pp. 386-387«* 

This is applicable, then, vjhen it is the heckler's intontloa to invite 
a response or when the speaker is able to construe the heckler's action as 
oonstitutdng such an intent. For example, by hurling an object towaM the 
speaker, the heckler may bo attempting 1^ disrupt the gathering, but the 
speaker way awid the consequences by countering \dth a remark of defiance.' 
Vlhen the heckler's intention. Is acknowledged as a desire for disruption, 
however, the action no longer beooraes rhetorical for him. Bitzer writes, 
"o . • a rhetorical audience consists only of those iJersons who are capable 
of being infl.uenced 1^' discourse and of being mediators of change." 
See Mtzar, p. 38?. 
^SoQ Bitzer, p. 389. 

% extend w appreciation to Dr. A. Jackson McObwiack, departne^t of speech 
oommimication. The Penn^lvania State University, for his assistance in ci^atdn 
some of the cate£;ories. 

fbbort L. Heath, "Dlalectioal Confrontation: A Strategy of Black 
Radicalism," Tlie_Co ntrjl Sb.-^t^s Spoech , Joum.i» ,1^^ 2/|. (Fall 1973), 176c 
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^Quoted in ^WaXlaco Denounces Rivals On 'Anarchy,'" The New York Times . 
Ak September 1968, p. l6, ool» Z» 

^Quoted in Rasj93jl Freeburg, "Boston Hippies Shout Db.ai Hubert, Ted," 
The Chloaffl Tribune , 20 Septeiiber 19^8, p. 1, ool. 2. 

9s8e Car«)ll C« Awold, iJouiAas IShnincer, and John Gc rber, eds., 
The Sppjpjtor's Rasource Ebok . rav» ed. (CSLenviow, 111.: 'Jcott, Foresman, 
1966), p. 320. 

"•^Quoted in "Soul Brother Humphrey," Rme . 10 May 1968» p. 28. 
^Quoted in "Wallace on the Rice," Newswook, 22 July 19'.3, p, 22. 

''^See Andrew A. King and Floyd Ibu&Las Anderaon, "NIxot}, As?iew, and 
the 'Silent HajDrity, ': A Case Stucfy in the Rhetoric of Po.'.iri^ation,'* 
Western Speeo l^. 35 (Fall 1971 )» P« 253 esp., for a discussion jt the 
concept of material "reference as it pertains to the hocldins sitv ation>» 

'-"Quoted in Max Frankei, "Wallace in the North: Friends and 'A'archist' 
Critics Crieer .and Screew," The Weyy York Unes , 27 July 1968, p. 10, ? .-^1 

''^W. Apple, Jr., "Humphrey, in Ohio, Sees Hope Despite Dim Outlook,'' 
The New York IClmo s . 23 September 1968, p. 30, col. 5. 

I^Qaoted in Warren Weaver, Jr., "Huskie HecUled on Syracuse Cai^^us," 
ThQ New Yort/. Ti.'riosf , 8 October I96S, p. 34, ool. 3. 

^^Ihic la an excerpt from an audio tape furnished to me by Jbhn H. 
O'Leary of the Democratic National Committee.' ThL's segment is from a 
September 12, I968 address by Humphrey in Flint, l^ichigan* 

I^Rjbert L. Soott and Djnjld K. Smith, "T^io RhetorLo of Cbnfrontation," 
_Tho Quarto rly Jounu-pi of Speech. 55 (February 1969), 8. 

'''■^Qiioted in Aldo Bockmm, "Wallace Faces Friend and Foo in Bbston," 
,Tlio ,Chicafx) TrdU?no. 9 October 1963, p» 12, ool. 6. 
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^^Quotod in "HHH—Hop, Heal," Newsweek, 13 May 1968, p, 32. 

^^Quoted in VlaLter Ragal>er, "Princeton Meets A Cbol WaUace^" 
The Now rork Tlrao s, 12 May 196?, p, 29, col 1, 

21X!ji5 is documented in an audio tape furnished to me by John H. 

O'toary of the Democratic National Cbnimitteo.' This particular sefiraont 

is from a September 25, I968 address by Muskie in Washington, PemsylrijAa 
22 

Quoted in Jules VB.toover, "A Preview of Wallace's APP©al to the 
North," Tae Nou Republic . 2? May 196?, p, 10. 

^^Quoted in Walter Rugaber, ♦'PrLncot^n Meets a Cool Wallace," 
The New Yoric Tines . 12 May 196?, p. 29, col. 1. 

Biis is from an audio tape furnished to we by John H. 0»Leary of 

the Dernocratic National Coninittee. Humphrey made this statonsnt durLng 

a September 19, 1963 speech in Bbston.' 
25 

•^Kim Giffin, "Social ALienatdon by Corrr.im;i cation Denial," 
Quarto rlr Jo un-j^g of Speech . 56 (December 1970), 351.' 

^^Paul W, Valentine, "Foes Taunt Wollaco, Surround His Hotea," 
The Washin<!ton Ppst , 2 October I968, p, A2, cols. 1, 2. 
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